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Any consideration of inter-regional interactions in the Bronze Age - whether in the form of the 
movements of peoples or the circulations of goods -  must initially acknowledge the limited nature of such long­
term contacts. Concepts, such as world-systems or globalization, which were formulated to  explain modern 
connections linking together different regions throughout the world, have limited utility for much earlier times. 
Uncritical recourse to them may prove misleadingly anachronistic. The Bronze Age was populated primarily by 
agriculturalists, not merchants, and most peoples most of fhe time were firmly rooted in their own soil and not 
engaged in marching off to far distant lands. Nevertheless, complex systems of inter-regional exchange and 
patterned movements of peoples also occurred and had far-reaching social and political consequences for 
all the societies caught up in these webs of inferaction. This paper will present evidence for one example of the 
long-distance exchange of luxury goods in Southwest Asia in the last centuries of fhe IIIrd millennium BC and 
discuss in more general terms the fundamental production  and circulation of metals, which often are more 
difficult to  trace in the archaeological record.
It also must be emphasized a t the outset that archaeological interpretations are always conditioned by 
the uneven nature of archaeological research, and this problem necessarily compounds itself when one is 
concerned with tracing inter-regional connections across vast areas : different regions have been subject to 
different degrees of investigation. Archaeologists who believe in the importance of far-reaching Bronze Age 
connections, must emphasize the exceptional discoveries, such as the Late Bronze Uluburun shipwreck off the 
coast of southern Turkey, that provide a rare glimpse into the complexity of inferregional exchange. From this 
perspective, such remarkable discoveries remind one how incomplete one's understanding actually is. 
Archaeological preservation also affects one's ability to  trace long-distance patterns of exchange. Organic 
materials, such as textiles or exotic foods and spices, which we know historically were important objects of 
exchange, rarely are preserved and, consequenfly, remain largely invisible in the archaeological record. They 
cannot be ignored, but it is extremely difficult, if nof impossible, to assess accurately their scale and 
significance.
If may be analytically useful and important to distinguish an exchange of luxury items from a trade in 
utilitarian goods or necessities and to separate the exchange of finished commodities from a trade in raw 
materials or semi-processed goods, such as metal ingots. Nevertheless, these different types of the circulation 
of materials do nof necessarily operate in distinct spheres of exchange, buf often overlap or occur together 
and even change their character over time. That is, luxury goods can be exchanged for utilitarian items (e.g., 
the classic historical West African trade in gold for salt), and raw materials can be traded for finished 
commodities. Similarly, materials that can be considered luxuries in one period can becom e necessities a t a 
later item, as happens with copper and bronze materials in the period of our concern. Archaeological 
evidence unequivocally demonstrates the existence o f such overlapping types of exchange throughout much 
of southwestern Asia during the lll,d millennium BC.
I. The exchange of soft-stone vessels
One of the clearest archaeological examples o f the complex circulation of materials on an interregional 
scale during the late III" millennium BC is provided by the corpus of carved and uncarved soft-stone vessels that 
are distributed from the eastern Iranian plateau along the Persian/Arabian Gulf to southwestern Iran and
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southern Mesopotamia. It is also most significant that the carved vessels had a distinct, recognizable 
iconography with a highly specific symbolic confent thaf was shared by different cultures, suggesting that 
ideas and possibly belief systems, were also exchanged or diffused over large parts of western Asia during the 
Bronze Age. Carved vessels sharing this distinctive iconography can be referred to as possessing a common 
Intercultural Style. The trade in these finished commodities is well docum ented at the workshop of Tepe Yahya 
in southeastern Iran, which produced some of these vessels, and a t the trading or redistribution center on the 
small island of Tarut just off the Arabian mainland north of Bahrain.
Physical and chemical analyses were conducted on carved and uncarved samples of chlorite from 
Tepe Yahya and from outcrops or source samples collected in the mountains immediately north and west of 
the site, and from artifacts, particularly from Intercultural Style vessels, found on sites stretching from 
Mesopotamia into southwestern Iran (Susa) and across the Iranian plateau. This study initially demonstrated that 
most of the vessels carved in this distinctive style were indeed made of chlorite and not the related soft stone 
steatite to which they had been mistakenly attributed. More significantly, it was possible to break down the 
corpus according to  their simple mineral identification -  various non-chlorites, chlorites, and chlorite mixtures or 
compounds -  and tentatively distinguish between a t least four separafe sources of chlorife.
The archaeological implications of this analytical study were significant and, to some extent, 
unexpected. Certain, though not all, Sumerian sites seemed to have obtained their material from separate 
sources and not from fhe single docum ented production workshop a t Tepe Yahya, The Mesopotamian site of 
Bismaya (or Adab) was particularly distinctive since most of its analyzed samples were actually made from 
steatite. The clustering of the Intercultural Style 'pure' chlorites broke down into four groups : 1) a Sumerian 
(southern Mesopotamian and Diyala Valley) group ; 2) a Susa-Mari-Yahya group, the source presumably being 
the chlorite found in the Yahya area ; 3) a group with samples dominantly from Susa and Mari ; and 4) a final 
group with samples from Susa, Adab, and the Persian/Arabian gulf (containing some of the tested samples 
from Tarut and Failaka islands). The analytical work clearly demonstrated that there had been multiple 
production centers, carving com plicated, iconographically identical designs on vessels which were destined 
for the temples and wealthy graves in urban centers far removed from where the stone was quarried and, at 
least for some of the vessels, worked.
Even more strikingly, the soft stone artifacts analyzed from the small island of Tarut just off the Arabian 
coast north of Dhahran and north of Bahrain also proved to be highly distinctive, suggesting that Tarut was an 
emporium or transshipment center for these vessels and/or for the semi-processed and unworked raw 
materials. The stone vessels from Tarut were m ade from several distinctive minerals and different chlorites, 
suggesting that the tiny island was receiving its soft stones -  in unfinished and/or finished forms -  from several 
different source areas. Lathe-turned vessels were also found a t Tarut, a production technique never used in the 
late period IVB workshop a t Yahya. The presence of this method of production a t Tarut corroborates the 
analytical study in that it shows that a t least some of the vessels a t Tarut cam e from workshop(s) other than 
Yahya.
Undecorated soft stone vessels were also recovered a t Tarut, including the so-called bell-shaped bowls 
with raised circular bases which are also found a t Yahya, Shahdad, and, most notably, a t Ur (stone vessel types 
49-51 from the Royal Cemetery). The association between these uncarved bell-shaped bowls and the 
decorated Intercultural Style vessels is clear : seven bell-shaped bowls were recovered from Pu-abi's tomb (PG 
800), and this tom b also contained two of the Intercultural Style vessels found at Ur. The uncarved bowls, like 
the carved Intercultural Style vessels, are characteristically found in wealthy elite or 'royal' contexts a t Ur. Some 
of these bell-shaped bowls from Ur are quite large ; one from Pu-abi's tomb, for example, stood 40 cm. high 
with a rim diameter of 53 cm. This vessel must have weighed several pounds, and it would have been difficult 
to  import such a heavy and fragile vessel into Mesopotamia as a finished object other than by sea. Their 
presence a t Tarut suggests in fa c t tha t this was the case, and such maritime-directed movement of materials 
also is supported by the analytical data  of the soft-stone vessels from Tarut.
But does this evidence necessarily mean that the vessels were traded or represented part of an 
extensive commercial network that was directed by profit-seeking Mesopotamian merchants ? Unfortunately, 
the distributional and analytical data  on this point remains moot, though by no means contradicting the 
commercial model. Mercantile trade represents only one means by which these materials may have been 
distributed. Other mechanisms, such as gift exchanges, marriage alliances, tribute, booty brought back from 
conquest, and the like, also may have been means by which the materials were distributed. An argument 
supportive of a competitive, merchant-driven trading network is that there were demonstrably multiple centers 
for the production of a very specific type of prestige good ; viz., the Intercultural Style vessels. If the vessels 
themselves were produced over a period of several hundred years, as now is suggested by new calibrated 
radiocarbon determinations, then some of these centers, like the Yahya workshop, were not functioning 
simultaneously, but sequentially. One production center simply replaced another for some unknown reason
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(e.g., the abandonm ent o f old or the occupation of new areas due to  shifting political alliances, movements 
of peoples, climafic/environmental changes or whafever).
The analytical evidence from Taruf can be reasonably interpreted as demonstrating that multiple 
workshops and/or soft-stone source areas were engaged in the production and shipment of these objects to 
Tarut a t the same time. The fa c t that the vessels so suddenly appear a t Yahya and, most likely a t other 
workshops as well, suggests tha t they were produced to  answer a demand. Someone wanted them. Different 
workshops -  functioning simultaneously, sequentially, or both -  fulfilled the needs of different urban centers or 
markets. Such evidence readily lends itself to a commercial exchange model, though qualified by the 
necessary caveats against anachronisms. The data is consistent with merchants competing to meet their orders 
or requests for such goods and consisent wifh the cuneiform evidence from Ebla and with what is known for 
the Old Assyrian trading network. Undoubtedly, the rise and fall o f production centers, like Yahya, or even cities 
of artisans, like Shahdad, are related to shifting political alliances in the trans-Elamite world, formations tha t can 
only be dimly discerned archaeologically.
The 'elites' in eastern Iran or in the trans-Elamite world are hardly the peers of their urban contemporaries 
to the west ; rather, there is little evidence for social differentiation a t Shahdad and other sites in eastern Iran, 
the Indus borderlands, and Central Asia. Of course, when it is to their advantage to do so, royal elites can 
overlook status distinctions and treat their inferiors as equals; thus, the Mesopotamian references to the 'kings' 
of Magan and of other areas east of Sumer. The exchange of gifts among such 'royal' personages also remains 
a viable alternative explanation for the distribution of the Intercultural Style vessels and of other such finished 
commodities and prestige goods. If gift exchange was the preferred mechanism and the ‘elites' of the trans- 
Elamite world were broadly distributed throughout their societies, then there must have been considerable gifts 
given in return. In either case -  commercial or gift exchange -  Mesopotamia must have produced its own 
commodities or surplus goods to participate in the exchange network, though, unfortunately, most of the 
evidence for Mesopotamian surplus production, above all of woolen textiles, remains archaeologically invisible. 
It is inherently unlikely tha t the Intercultural Style vessels were the only commodity being produced and 
exchanged over long distances in finished and semi-processed form during fhe Early Bronze Age.
II. The exchange of metals during the Bronze Age : a brief overview
If is no accident tha t European prehistorians adopted the Three Age System in the XIXm century to order 
their materials. Arguably, large-scale developments and processes in later Eurasian prehistory are most clearly 
discerned by documenting changes in metallurgical production and exchange. There are several reasons for 
fhis. As Childe perhaps overly emphasized, the birth of frue metallurgy -  the smelting of metal ores and the 
melting, casting, and alloying of metal objects -  implied the emergence of full-time craft specialization ; to 
pursue their craft, smiths had to  be fed by societies capab le  of regularly producing food surpluses. With the 
emergence of real metallurgy involving the production of substantial metal artifacts, another great division of 
labor in human society was achieved.
Conveniently for archaeologists, metallurgical developments are technologically cumulative : a 
traceable progression from treating metals as colored rocks to fashioning alloys, creating artificial materials 
from what nature itself provided. Each step in the sequence from native copper to arsenical-bronze, tin-bronze, 
and iron required technological advances, particularly those associated with the control and manipulation of 
fire (or pyrotechnology), and these can be docum ented archaeologically. While in the long term, this process 
is technologically 'progressive', it does not typically proceed in a gradual, cumulative fashion, but rather is 
characterized by sudden punctuated changes, such as the sudden appearance of new metal types and 
resources that distinguish Early Bronze from Late Chalcolithic remains. Individual sequences do not necessarily 
exhibit a smoothly 'progressing' developmental curve. Some of the most intriguing problems requiring 
explanation are those sequences which fail to develop or experience reversals ; i.e., devolve - a quintessential 
example being the collapse of the spectacularly precocious Copper Age of southeastern Europe.
Metal resources, the components o f bronze more so than iron, are unevenly distributed spatially, and this 
reality distinguishes the value of metals for reconstructing prehistory on a broad scale from, say, ceramics, the 
technological progression of which is also related to pyrotechnological advances and can be traced 
archaeologically. The potter's clay is not ubiquitous but much more widely distributed than the smith's 
metalliferous ores ; ceramics were traded in later prehistory but never on the scale of metals. That is, the 
exchange of metals was as, if not more, important than their production for transforming late prehistoric 
societies. The earliest metals were more ornamental than functional, but as such, they were not unimportant, 
particularly as they becam e caught up in prestige-goods networks of exchange tha t could have significant 
transformative effects on local societies. The importance of the production and exchange of metals, however, 
increased over time as they becam e more functional, as metal tools and weapons replaced earlier chipped 
stone artifacts and becam e essential to the survival of the societies acquiring them. It is this difference in use 
that ultimately makes the exchange of metals -  whether ores, reduced and semi-processed materials and
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ingots, or finished cast and alloyed objects -  more fundamental and significant than the exchange of luxury 
goods, which were mainly destined for elite consumption.
Inconveniently for archaeologists, tracing the movements of metals or reconstructing how they were 
exchanged are more problematic exercises than, for example, chemically characterizing obsidian deposits 
and determining the various sources utilized in the long-distance distribution of obsidian artifacts. Metal 
deposits vary internally in their compositions. While some determinations can be made circumstantially chiefly 
through the elimination of possibilities utilizing, for example, lead-isotope analysis, exclusive characterization of 
specific sources is highly problematic. Identifying the origins of metal artifacts is even more difficult given the 
real possibility tha t these finished objects may have been remelted and combined with other reused metals 
coming from different sources. Obviously, in such cases it is impossible to fingerprint directly the origins of such 
materials.
These difficulties can be circumvented to some extent by combining the problematic source 
characterizations with the technological and typological features of the metal objects being studied. Such 
work has led the Russian archaeologist E.N, Chernykh, for example, to  define several large integrated areas of 
metallurgical production and exchange, termed metallurgical provinces, that expand, collapse, and 
successively displace one another and/or incorporate new areas throughout the Bronze Age. This concept of 
a metallurgical province is a lumping category meant to order the archaeological record as based principally 
on preliminary source characterization and on the general typological uniformities of the metal artifacts and 
fundamental technological similarities in the production of the metal tools and weapons found within it. 
Utilization of the concep t of a metallurgical province, like any classificatory concept or model in archaeology, 
has certain inherent limitations. As a macro-archaeological concept, there is always the danger of its 
reification, ascribing to  it a reality that it did not possess and then employing the concept indiscriminately as 
an explanatory device, a convenient deus ex m achina  to  be invoked when trying to account for changes in 
the archaeological record. Nevertheless, archaeologists cannot proceed without ordering their data and must 
utilize concepts that aggregate their da ta  for purposes of analysis ; e.g., archaeological cultures, peer-polity 
interaction spheres, world systems, and the like. The metallurgical province, a t least, has the great virtue of 
having been constructed directly on the empirical basis of the physical/chemical, technological, and 
typological analyses of thousands of metal artifacts.
This paper cannot detail the emergence and successive shifts in the scale and location of these 
metallurgical provinces. Very briefly, the earliest well-defined metallurgical province dates to the Late 
Chalcolithic period and is centered in southeastern Europe. For whatever reason, this system, the so-called 
Carpatho-Balkan metallurgical province, collapses in the early IVm millennium BC and the center for substantial 
metallurgical production shifts eastwards, particularly to the Caucasus, where the production of arsenical 
bronzes begins to  take p lace on a large scale with the emergence of the Maikop and Kura-Araxes cultures 
around the middle of the IV*' millennium BC or roughly simultaneous with the so-called Uruk expansion trom 
southern Mesopotamia north and east onto the Anatolian and Iranian plateaus. Subsequently, the range of 
substantial metal production expands eastwards from eastern Ukraine and the southern Urals and beyond, 
involving also the first small-scale production of tin-bronzes as luxury elite items.
The trade in tin and tin-bronzes increases in scale and significance from the llnd half o f the III" millennium 
onwards, a process tha t isoccurring simultaneously with the previously discussed luxury exchange of chlorite 
bowls from southeastern Iran through the Gulf to southwestern Iran and Mesopotamia. Such overlapping 
exchange networks were not separate, but inter-related phenomena. In short, the luxury exchange of precious 
materials and finely finished, highly valued commodities took p lace against the backdrop of the increasingly 
essential exchange of metals needed for military conquest/defense and basic agricultural production. 
Mesopotamia was advantageously situated to procure its metal imports from different sources -  Anatolia, the 
Caucasus, Iran, Oman, Afghanistan, and Cyprus. More than any other circulation of materials or peoples, the 
trade in metals defined inter-regional interaction during Bronze Age times.
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Fig. 1. Chlorite bowl fragment from Nippur (cl. Kohl)
Fig. 2. Chlorite " weight " from Soch, Fergana Valley (cl. Kohl)
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